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BEST PRACTICES FOR PROGRAM MANAGEMENT
COMMUNITY EXIT

COMMUNITY EXIT

Because the community land protec�on process is not a simple
“project” but rather an ambi�ous, long­term engagement
aimed at improving community members’ day­to­day use,
management and governance of their local lands and natural
resources, it may be difficult for facilitators to know when to
consider the work “complete.” Various factors may complicate
facilitators’ decisions of when to “exit” a community, including:

1. Government delays in issuing �tles or registra�on
cer�ficates that leave the process “unfinished” but out of
the control of the facilita�ng organiza�on;

2. Requests for community land by investors and government
agencies, during which communi�es call for advocates’
counsel or presence before and during nego�a�ons;

3. The open­ended nature of Stage 5: “Preparing the
Community to Prosper,” which includes long­term goals, such
as livelihood diversifica�on and ecosystem regenera�on;

4. Failed or slow implementa�on of community by­laws,
requiring advocates’ long­term support to ensure that
adopted by­laws are implemented and enforced (par�cularly
for by­laws related to women’s rights, to par�cipatory
decision­making by all community members, and to
transparent management of community finances); or

5. Flare­ups of old, boundary disputes along harmonized
boundaries, among other reasons.

Experience has shown that communi�es need periodic,
ongoing support a�er the community land protec�on process
is over. However, it is necessary to choose a discrete moment
to mark the work as “complete,” at which point facilitators
can clearly “exit” a community and make plans for follow­up
“check in” visits. 

There are also some�mes instances when facilitators must
leave a community before the community land protec�on
process is complete, such as when a community repeatedly
breaks the agreed “Terms of Engagement,” becomes stuck in
conflict or inac�on, threatens the facilitators with violence, and
other situa�ons. It is therefore necessary to have a clear plan
for when to leave a community that will not successfully
complete the community land protec�on process and is simply
draining facilitators’ �me and energy.

In all situa�ons, when exi�ng a community, facilitators should
meet with local and regional government officials and
customary leaders to report on the outcomes of the
community’s land protec�on efforts. This will help to ensure
that leaders and officials understand the community’s
successes and challenges. It may also mo�vate them to provide
ongoing support to the community a�er the facilita�ng
organiza�on has le�.



HOW BEST TO EXIT A COMMUNITY WHEN 
THE COMMUNITY LAND PROTECTION 
IS COMPLETE?

1. In consulta�on with the community, decide on a fixed set
of “outcomes” that, when accomplished, will mark the
work as “complete.” This is best done at the ini�al “Terms
of Engagement” mee�ng, and should be put into wri�ng in
the Terms of Engagement. During this discussion, facilitators
should describe the en�re arc of the community land
protec�on process, including all aspects of the “Preparing
Communi�es to Prosper” stage of the work, then support
the community to decide what they want to complete
before facilitators exit.1

It may be best to make two lists: an “absolutely necessary
ac�vity” list and a “wish list” of addi�onal ac�vi�es that the
community will undertake if the “necessary ac�vi�es” are
completed in good �me. These addi�onal supports may be
used as an incen�ve for the community to make progress
through the land protec�on process. 

The community should also set a clear date by when they
expect to complete the “necessary” ac�vi�es. A
comfortable end date might be one year from the signing of
the Terms of Engagement.

2. Rou�nely remind the community of the desired timeline
and “necessary ac�vi�es” list. Periodically reminding the
community of how much work they have completed so far,
what work they have le� to do, and how much �me they have
le� un�l their expected comple�on date can help mo�vate
progress. Frequent public, par�cipatory “temperature checks”
of how well the community is progressing toward its goals –
linked with reminders that the facilitators will at some point
leave the community to go help other communi�es – may be
necessary to mo�vate a “stuck” community.

3. When the “necessary ac�vi�es” have been achieved, meet
with the community and agree on a clear exit date, and
well as what “wish list” ac�vi�es can be completed before
community exit. If the community has completed the
ac�vi�es before the expected end date, support for
addi�onal ac�vi�es on the “wish list” can be offered. If the
community has not met its original expected end date,
facilitators must ul�mately decide how much more �me and
energy they can afford to give to the community.2

4. Train the Land Governance Council and all relevant
community leaders in good governance and by­laws
implementa�on skills before exi�ng the community. In order
to ensure proper implementa�on and enforcement of by­laws,
facilitators should hold a specific “good governance” training
for Land Governance Council members and all relevant
community leaders, including elders who mediate conflicts.
Such trainings should include instruc�on in technical skills, as
well as review of the by­laws and how they will be implemented
and enforced. Experience has shown that such a training must
be done before facilitators formally exit a community.

NAMATI 2016 | 42

BEST PRACTICES FOR PROGRAM MANAGEMENT | COMMUNITY EXIT

1. During these conversa�ons, facilitators should make clear that the facilita�ng organiza�on is not able to
promise that the government will issue a �tle document or registra�on cer�ficate, and that while
facilitators will work hard to help the community secure documenta�on, they may “exit” a community
before the community gets its �tle/cer�ficate.

2. Government failure to issue formal documenta�on of community land rights may impede a community
from achieving its “necessary ac�vi�es” list within the expected �me. In this instance, facilitators have
two op�ons: 1) Support the community to undertake certain “wish list” ac�vi�es while wai�ng for formal
government recogni�on of community land claims; 2) End community­based fieldwork, but remain
engaged in tracking and pushing forward the community’s government documenta�on process,
returning to the community once the document has been issued.

EXAMPLE ACTIVITY LISTS TO INFORM
COMMUNITY EXIT

Necessary Ac�vi�es:

• Harmonize boundaries with neighbors and sign MOUs
documen�ng boundary agreements.

• Adopt community by­laws.

• Make a digital GPS map of community lands and natural
resources.

• Elect and train a Land Governance Council.

• Create a financial management plan.

• Set up an Early Warning System.

• Receive government documenta�on of the community’s
land claims.

“Wish List” Ac�vi�es:

• Community trained in how to best prepare for poten�al
interac�ons with investors.

• Community trained in ecosystem regenera�on prac�ces.

• Community supported to undertake a basic community
development planning process.

• Community linked to organiza�ons providing micro­
credit and livelihood skills training.
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5. Celebrate the community’s successful comple�on! Once
the community has completed the ac�vi�es on its
“necessary list” and all other agreed addi�onal “wish list”
ac�vi�es, facilitators should encourage the community to
celebrate its successes. At the celebra�on, the community
may choose to prepare food and showcase local singing,
dances, or theater. 

It may be useful to have a neutral person, such as a
respected higher­level customary or state leader, chair the
“Community Exit Celebra�on.” This can help to ensure that
local officials are aware of the community’s progress and the
facilitators’ exit, and may mo�vate their ongoing support for
the community’s land rights once the facilita�ng
organiza�on has le�.

6. Ensure the community has all the informa�on it needs to
go forward. At the community celebra�on, or at another
�me before exi�ng, facilitators should:

• Make sure that the community has a copy of all important
community land protec�on­related documents. If possible,
facilitators should put all of these documents into a durable,
protec�ve binder and ceremonially hand this binder over to
the Land Governance Council and relevant community
leaders. Work with the community to determine a safe place
for leaders to keep these important documents. (See a
descrip�on of how to keep documents safe in the chapter
on Comple�ng Formal Government Registra�on.)

• Set a plan and schedule for facilitators to “check in” with
the community to offer support as needed. Such “check­
ins” work best when they occur on a scheduled, periodic
basis, such as every three to six months. Alterna�vely, the
community may prefer that facilitators return to the
community only when asked to.

• Provide a phone number that the community may call at
any �me with ques�ons, concerns or requests for support.
Providing community members with a way to contact
facilitators a�er they have exited the community can help
the community to address challenges related to corrupt
leadership, viola�ons of the land rights of women and
minority groups, land conflicts, and investor requests for
land. The community should also designate a specific
contact person that the facilitators can call periodically to
check in with.

• It may also be helpful for facilitators to create a small,
community­specific “self­help toolkit” and give it to the
community when they exit. This toolkit might include
important government phone numbers to call for help,
informa�onal brochures, copies of relevant laws, etc. 

7. Visit the community periodically to check in and provided
addi�onal support. Experience has shown that communi�es
may need help “living” their by­laws. Facilitators should check
in with the community according to the agreed schedule,
during which �me they should meet with the Land
Governance Council, community leaders, and the en�re
community. Facilitators should use these “check­ins” to:

• Assess how well the community is implemen�ng its by­
laws, managing its finances transparently, protec�ng the
land rights of women and minority groups, giving actual
voice and power to the women and youth on the Land
Governance Council, and using its by­laws in land conflict
resolu�on processes. Any governance or leadership gaps
should be addressed with refresher trainings or sugges�ons
for improvements to the by­laws. 

• Ensure that the agreed boundaries are holding strong and
offer conflict resolu�on support if they are not. 

• Ensure that the community is discussing and amending
their by­laws annually (to ensure con�nual improvement).

• Ensure that the community is not unjustly restric�ng their
neighbors’ historical use rights, and, if neighbors report that
they are being unfairly excluded, support the community to
create be�er systems to allow users with historical rights
con�nued access. 

• Ensure that local, district and provincial government
leaders are respec�ng the community’s land rights. If
community rights have not been respected, facilitators may
need to support the community to advocate that their rights
are protected. 

If possible, facilitators should take �me to talk privately both
with leaders and with regular community members, who may
have a different experience of how well the community lands
are being governed. 
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8. Seek funding for long­term “impact assessments.”
Facilita�ng organiza�ons may want to seek funding to assess
the long­term impacts of their efforts (ideally one to three
years a�er leaving a community). Impact assessments can
help facilita�ng organiza�ons understand what aspects of the
community land protec�on process have impacted the
community posi�vely, and which aspects have not brought
about the desired results. The impact assessment can be used
to improve programming and may help with fundraising.

HOW BEST TO EXIT A COMMUNITY THAT HAS
NOT COMPLETED THE COMMUNITY LAND
PROTECTION PROCESS?

It is not uncommon for communi�es to begin the community
land protec�on process and then be unable to complete it.
While the “Community Applica�on” process and “Terms of
Engagement” signing components of this work are designed to
help avoid community “failure,” it is not always possible to
foresee challenges that have the poten�al to fully block
community progress. In such instances, facilitators must find a
way to exit a community gracefully. The following sugges�ons
may help to bring clarity and ease to such situa�ons. 

1. Create clear guidelines in the Terms of Engagement.
Facilitators and community members should work together
to create a clear, specific list of circumstances that will lead
facilitators to end the process.3

2. Give the community plenty of advance warning. As it
becomes clear that the community is not upholding its
responsibili�es or is facing major obstacles that prevent the
community from moving forward, facilitators should discuss
the situa�on with community leaders and make clear what
the community must do to address the problem. 

3. Seek interven�on by respected higher­level government
and customary leaders. Before ending ac�vi�es in a
community, facilitators may want to seek outside help from
neutral, respected regional leaders. At best, their interven�on
can help resolve challenges; at the least, their involvement
may help to protect the facilita�ng organiza�ons’ reputa�on
in the region and decrease any community anger or
disappointment directed toward facilitators.

4. Document the reasons for community exit. For internal
record­keeping, facilitators should record:

• Which stage of the community land protec�on process the
community stalled on;

• Reasons why the community failed to move through the
process;

• Events that led to the stall of the community land protec�on
work (descrip�ons of any conflicts, etc.);

• Facilitators’ efforts to address the challenges;

• Community members’ efforts to address the challenges;

• Advice and recommenda�ons about how the community
might address the problems; and

• Any plans or agreements made with the community about
checking­in or restar�ng the process in the future.
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3. A similar list may be made detailing when the facilita�ng organiza�on has failed to fulfill its
responsibili�es so that communi�es can also hold facilitators accountable.

POSSIBLE REASONS FACILITATORS MAY 
CHOOSE TO EXIT A COMMUNITY IN 

MID�PROCESS PROCESS

1. Leaders fail to alert facilitators that a mee�ng has been
cancelled more than four �mes, resul�ng in lost �me
and resources.

2. Mee�ngs are not well a�ended; four mee�ngs have
fewer than 15 people present.

3. Community leaders are engaged in a power struggle that
halts community efforts for more than three  months.

4. Despite reasonable efforts by neighbors, the community
refuses to compromise on a disputed boundary for
more than three months.

5. Community members have threatened or a�empted to
physically harm facilitators or Community Land Mobilizers.
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5. Hold an “Exit Mee�ng” and make clear why the
community will no longer receive support. If, despite
facilitators’ best efforts, a community has failed to fulfill its
responsibili�es or is unable to complete the community land
protec�on process, facilitators should call a community
mee�ng to formally end project ac�vi�es. At this mee�ng,
facilitators should:

• Explain, with clear examples, the reasons why the facilita�ng
organiza�on is ending the work. Give community members
an opportunity to respond.

• Provide the community with wri�en documenta�on of
the reasoning behind the early exit. If appropriate, it may
be useful to give copies of this document to relevant higher­
level state and customary authori�es.

• Make sure that the community has a copy of all important
community land protec�on­related documents. Facilitators
should put all relevant documents into a durable, protec�ve
binder and hand this binder over to relevant community leaders.

• Create a list of condi�ons that must be met before
facilitators will consider returning to the community.
Facilitators should make clear that �me and resource
constraints may prevent them from returning upon request.
Any return should be made only a�er the facilitators assess
their available �me and resources and only if the community
can demonstrate that the underlying reasons for early exit
have been successfully addressed.

It may be useful to have a neutral person, such as a respected
regional customary or state leader, chair the “Community Exit
Mee�ng.” This can help to ensure that local leaders are aware
of both the community’s failure to document their land rights
as well as the facilitators’ exit. It can also help to diffuse anger
and disappointment aimed at the facilita�ng organiza�on.
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WHEN COMMUNITY ELITES INTENTIONALLY SABOTAGE THE COMMUNITY LAND PROTECTION PROCESS

Experience has shown that when facilitators leave a community as a result of local elites’ efforts to inten�onally undermine
community land protec�on work, their exit can make the situa�on worse, leaving the community more vulnerable to a bad­
faith land grab. For example, the Land and Equity Movement of Uganda (LEMU) has struggled with influen�al local elites who
use their power to stall community land protec�on ac�vi�es for months at a �me or to fully sabotage community efforts. These
elites are o�en trying to grab community land for themselves – against the expressed interests of the broader community.
Although LEMU has no choice but to leave when asked (violence is o�en threatened), rejec�on by elite power holders has put
LEMU in the posi�on of ending work in the communi�es that are most in need of its legal support. Facilitators’ departure o�en
emboldens elites and means that the community will ul�mately lose its common lands to bad­faith elite appropria�on. In such
situa�ons, the community land protec�on process – and facilitators – become pawns in intra­community conflicts.

In such instances, facilitators should try to address the underlying dynamics and local poli�cs impeding community progress
in the most appropriate way. For example, they may directly call the elites into a conflict resolu�on process that allows the
community an opportunity to speak directly to the dynamic at play. Facilitators might also call in a respected higher­level
government officials or religious leaders to address the conflict/dynamic and help the community find a resolu�on. However,
given resource constraints and the large number of communi�es seeking community land protec�on support, it is not always
appropriate for facilitators to become caught in complex power struggles within a community. 
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NOTES


